GENERAL COMMENTS
Thank you for asking me to review this paper which provides a clear and well written protocol for an application of the positive deviance approach. Both the quantitative and qualitative aspects of the study have been well designed with high levels of rigour. Through their justifications for the methods used and the study limitations that have been listed, the authors have acknowledged and addressed some of the key challenges that are faced when applying the Bradley et al. (2009) process for positive deviance.
I have a few comments which I believe may improve the paper: -On page 3 (half way down) the researchers cite what appears to be the work of Gabbay et al -a reference needs to be provided for this.
-On page 3 the researchers present their goal for publishing this protocol paper, however, it is also necessary to clearly state what research question/s or objective/s the overall study seeks to address.
-On page 6 the researchers state that data will be collected from three key sources: interviews; observation; and extant data. You go on to explain the first two of these in detail but provide no information about the third. Could some information about what this entails and how it will be used be included in the manuscript? 
REVIEWER

GENERAL COMMENTS
This is a very well presented protocol applying an innovative methodological strategy to understand the drivers of variability in ICU utilisation and care quality. I found the protocol to be strong and engaging throughout, and could find no major issues requiring substantive correction.
The Introductory section presents a good overview of the key issues underpinning the need for this work. The Methods section is very detailed and describes a rigorous mixed-methods strategy that (importantly) provides a clear demonstration of how all phases of the work complement one another. A clear analytical strategy is presented that describes how the diverse sources of data shall be combined to address the aims of the study. In addition, the discussion and limitations section provides a fair critique of both the data used and the novel application of a positive deviance approach.
I therefore recommend the paper as being suitable for publication after the authors address the following point:
Page 7 lines 38-40: The authors refer to the use of a modified grounded theory approach. I feel however, that the reader would benefit from having a more explicit understanding of how the authors have modified their approach to grounded theory. I therefore ask if the authors can add a few sentences explicitly detailing how the modified approach deviates from a standard grounded theory approach and why. I have a few comments which I believe may improve the paper:" Comment 1: "On page 3 (half way down) the researchers cite what appears to be the work of Gabbay et al -a reference needs to be provided for this.'
Authors' Response: Thank you for identifying this oversight! We have corrected this missing citation.
Comment 2: "On page 3 the researchers present their goal for publishing this protocol paper, however, it is also necessary to clearly state what research question/s or objective/s the overall study seeks to address."
We agree that our research aims need to be more easily accessible to the reader, and have added additional text highlighting the primary, secondary, and methodological objectives of the study.
Comment 3: "On page 6 the researchers state that data will be collected from three key sources: interviews; observation; and extant data. You go on to explain the first two of these in detail but provide no information about the third. Could some information about what this entails and how it will be used be included in the manuscript?"
We appreciate the opportunity to clarify how extant data is used, and have included an additional paragraph describing our methods.
Reviewer 2: Daryll Archibald, Usher Institute of Population Health Sciences and Informatics, University of Edinburgh, Scotland, United Kingdom "This is a very well presented protocol applying an innovative methodological strategy to understand the drivers of variability in ICU utilisation and care quality. I found the protocol to be strong and engaging throughout, and could find no major issues requiring substantive correction.
I therefore recommend the paper as being suitable for publication after the authors address the following point:"
Comment 1:
"Page 7 lines 38-40: The authors refer to the use of a modified grounded theory approach. I feel however, that the reader would benefit from having a more explicit understanding of how the authors have modified their approach to grounded theory. I therefore ask if the authors can add a few sentences explicitly detailing how the modified approach deviates from a standard grounded theory approach and why."
